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 Project-Based learning (PBL) should be considered when instructors are looking for ways 
to teach strategies that are critical for success in the 21st century. With PBL students advance 
their own learning through inquiry, as well as work collaboratively to research and create 
projects that express their knowledge. This article reports on a small-scale qualitative research 
study to determine student’s knowledge of, beliefs about and preference for PBL. Data was 
collected through pre-and post-project questionnaires. Results showed that students had had 
no actual experience with and very limited knowledge of PBL. After completing “The Phone 
Booth Project” students’ comments reflected a positive attitude towards this approach. This 
study concludes that students would be open to and benefit from implementing PBL into their 
instruction.
Introduction
 How to equip your university English foreign language students with skills that go 
beyond communicative competence and enable them to better cope in today’s workplace 
is something that all teachers should consider carefully. Project–Based Learning (PBL) 
is an acknowledged method that provides learners not only with 21st century skills 
(critical-thinking, collaboration, problem-solving, life–long learning skills, creativity, 
communication), but also has considerable impact on improving learners’ English language 
skills (Buck Institute for Education, n.d.; Dewi, 2016; Poonpon, 2017). This paper will 
discuss a study conducted to determine students’ knowledge of, beliefs about and preference 
for PBL. While very limited in scale, its findings support students having positive attitudes 
towards PBL and if given the opportunity would chose it over working individually. It aims to 
encourage more teachers to implement this method into their university classroom in Japan.
Defining PBL
 This method has students research a real-world issue or topic and create a product or 
presentation to demonstrate their learning. Typically, projects take place over several weeks 
or months, students make some decisions about the choice of subject and/or how they will 
present their work, and they collaborate with classmates on at least part of the project (Alan 
& Stoller, 2005; Stoller, 2006). PBL has proven to be effective in helping students acquire 
a wide range of skills while encouraging use of their creativity and complex thinking skills 
(Beckett & Miller, 2006). While classroom projects vary greatly, those described in the 
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research on PBL (Beckett, 2006; Moss & Van Duzer, 1998; Stoller, 2006) commonly have 
these characteristics:
• The project lasts for several weeks or even months.
• Students have some role in choosing the topic and/or the approach to the project.
• The project requires students to use their language skills in real-world settings.
• Students learn about content as they are improving their language skills.
• Students do at least part of the work as a group. Learning how to collaborate is part 
of the purpose of the project.
• Students often do research that goes beyond reading books and searching for
 information on the Internet. Research may involve data collection, observations, 
and/or interviews.
• Students are involved in an activity that has a real-world purpose. Often, the project 
helps address a community problem.
• Students use their research to create a product and/or to give a public presentation 
of what they have learned.
• Students reflect on and assess their own work, in addition to the assessment provided 
by teachers. After initial feedback, they make revisions. Outside observers and other 
students may participate in the assessment of the final product or presentation.
An Appropriate Framework for the Japanese Classroom
 Some instructors might associate PBL with an image of students having complete 
freedom or it being just all “fun”. Project work can have academic focus though, which 
involves students in extensive preparation and research, and develops their analytical and 
critical thinking skills. It has been this instructor’s experience, in the context of Japanese EFL 
university language classrooms that as students engage in project work, they begin to realize 
that they have a strong investment in the process of their own English language learning. 
When learners are able to make choices regarding the content, direction and outcome of a 
project, this investment stimulates high levels of commitment and participation.
 Although content and language integrated learning is on the rise in Japanese universities, 
most Japanese learners still tend to have had little opportunity to explore interesting content 
through L2 learning. In project work, an interesting and carefully chosen theme can provide 
that motivating content, with learners involved in various tasks and activities that generate 
discussion, negotiation and learner input, leading to energetic interaction among learners. 
Project work involves learning by taking part in shared memorable experiences rather than 
studying abstact and discrete points of grammar or functions in conversation.
 As university language instructors in Japan, we should go beyond being teachers 
of language and prescribed grammar-based syllabus. Rather, we should consider it our 
responsibility to not only raise students’ own stake or sense of investment in the language 
learning process, but also to raise their interest and concerns for issues that effect themselves 
and the world around them. As such, we should try to engage students in content areas that 
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are both challenging and of an academic nature.
The Phone Booth Project
 The Phone Booth Project described in this paper has been guided by the following 
criteria: 
Cooperative rather than individual decision-making. As much as possible, pair and group 
work were built into every stage of this project, encouraging L2 negotiation and discussion. 
This instructor believes that a high level of L2 interaction throughout the entire process is 
crucial for developing learners’ interlanguage and fluency levels. Although, use of the learners’ 
L1 may often be seen as the most practical route towards completion in the data-collection/
negotiation stages, this is the exact time when students benefit most from remaining in the 
L2.
Making choices regarding content. Each group of students is allowed to choose which women’s 
issue for example, domestic violence, single mothers in poverty or sexual harassment they 
wish to research and to inform the university population about by displaying information on 
and in an unused phone booth.
Researching/investigating/creating something for presentation to peers. The chosen women’s 
issue is researched deeply, data is collected and posters are developed for display on the inside 
and outside of the phone booth.
Engaging in authentic interaction with the instructor. This project is done with a small 
seminar group, with students asking for advice, justifying choices and offering progress 
reports to the instructor. Consequently, there is very little teacher-fronted lecturing.
Sharing research/findings/opinions with classmates and others. For this project, research is 
shared and discussed to determine which points should be developed into posters. Posters 
are done individually and then reviewed as a group to select which posters are best suited 
for display. This display is for the public to view. It is an essential component of this project. 
Without the opportunity to show work to others, motivation almost certainly decreases.
Being responsible and accountable. For the Phone Booth Project students are expected to be 
accountable to each other, to their instructor and ultimately, to themselves. This is encouraged 
by tasks that require frequent sharing of ideas/opinions/findings. Together students decide 
on an appropriate schedule and are expected to keep to it. Peer and self-assessment further 
encourage accountability.
A self-discovery approach to language learning. Students use and experiment with the 
language that they need to carry out the project. There is no prescribed grammatical syllabus 
and no explicit grammar instruction. This does not, however, rule out appropriate language 
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support for the successful accomplishment of the project tasks.
Participants / Project Environment
 The “Phone Booth” Project was the main focus of an English majors 4th year seminar 
class, which concentrates on women’s issues at a private women’s university in central 
Japan. There were 8 members. The student’s had to receive permission from the university 
administration to conduct this project. The following is their proposal:
“Phone Booth” Project
Proposal: Use the phoneless phone booth located on the west side of Building 3 in a Seminar 
III/IV “Women’s Issues” Project.
Purpose: To educate the students, teachers and guests to campus about both global and 
domestic women’s issues 
Plan: 
1. Survey students to assess their overall knowledge of global and domestic women’s 
issues.
2. Choose an issue to focus on and display in the phone booth.
3. Research this issue and make posters and/or pamphlets explaining the issue to be 
displayed on the inside of the phone booth.
4. Repair and paint the outside of the phone booth. Paint part of the glass panels with 
chalk paint so that they can be written on with chalk.
5. Make a shelf on the inside of the phone booth to display the pamphlets.
6. Attach chalk to the outside of the phone booth. Write questions on the chalk panels 
and invite students to write comments. Change the questions on a bi-weekly basis 
and invite students to write comments.
7. Compile comments and display on the inside of the phone booth.
8. Each year change the issues focused on in the phone booth.
Pre- and Post- Project Questionnaires
 As research has identified that learner beliefs and preferences are central to successful 
language learning and influence learner attitude, as well as their approach to language 
learning tasks (Tumposky, 1991, cited in Richards and Lockhart, 1996), a pre- and post 
-project questionnaire (see Appendix) was administered to help identify and evaluate learners 
knowledge of, beliefs about and preferences towards PBL. The paper-based questionnaires 
consisted of six open-ended questions. Because of the very limited number of students, the 
questionnaire was open-ended as opposed to Likert-type in order to gather the maximum 
amount of information. All questionnaires that were administered were returned. 
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Findings
 In the pre-project questionnaire, the first and second question dealt with student’s image 
of and experience with project work. All students had had no previous experience with project 
work and the “image” of project work had varied responses but working in a group or we was 
found in all responses. Most responses had a neutral tone for example: Research a specific topic 
and work with a group; Make a strategy, meet together in a group, present, research and make 
something new or It’s the kind of work you do in a group in an office. A few responses had a more 
positive tone: This project will make us happy because we have never made anything before; Get 
together and do something for a better life or Research deeply and make something. There were 
also a few responses that were more negative or cautious in nature: My image is that it is hard to 
work with people. We need cooperation and collaboration. However, if we have good cooperation, 
we will do a nice job or We can tell many people information so it is very important and we have 
to try our best.
 The third and fourth questions covered the student’s thoughts about the “good points” 
of project work and what they could learn from it. Many of the responses were connected 
to the benefits of working as a group for example: Using teamwork gives us power and many 
people have many ideas so we can make a better project; cooperate with teammates and get better 
ideas; develop team-work and relationships, get pleasure from achieving the goal, good for job 
hunting if we do our best. One response was more academic: We can understand deeply about 
some issues. The majority of student’s responses about what they could learn from project 
work focused on “cooperation” or “learning other people’s ideas”. Responses included: I think 
I can learn many people’s thinking and opinions; Teamwork, making and keeping a schedule, 
and other people’s ideas; Cooperativeness and communication. One response considered how it 
would boost their confidence, Confidence from making this by ourselves, makes us think about 
something new and interesting and be strong.
 The fifth question considered the difficulties of project work. Some responses showed 
that the same aspect that students felt to be a good point was also a difficulty for example: 
Doing things together and understanding if team members have a different goal or We need to 
cooperate so everyone has to aim to make a good project. Other responses dealt with time issues. 
These included: It is difficult for us to make the phone booth because we are very busy now 
also how to separate the work and deciding the schedule. Finally, some comments were more 
academic with research or We need to have a clear image of the problem mentioned.
 The last question inquired about their preference to doing this project work vs. 
individual work. All responses indicated their preference for project work. Responses 
included: I want to make a good university memory. I’m looking forward to project work; I want 
to make something by helping each other. We already did individual work writing a research paper. 
There were responses that although stating project work as their preference also included 
their reservations for example, I prefer project work but I worry because I will need to do practice 
teaching so I can’t join sometimes or Project work, but some people are still job-hunting, so I think 
it is difficult to make plans.
 In the post-project questionnaire the first question once again inquired about the “good 
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points” of project work. Some responses again, as in the pre –project questionnaire, included 
a working together theme for example, With group work we can support each other; We can 
work together and help each other; Make teamwork skills strong. Other responses reported I 
think a good thing is we can feel achievement to do and finish a project or To work together for 
the same cause is good and we can know directly about the problem or issue; I could learn deeply 
about single mothers in Japan through this project, so you can learn deeply about a problem. The 
main difference in the responses was an increase in the mention of learning deeply or knowing 
directly.
 The second question inquired about the difficulties of project work. Most students 
responded with timing or scheduling with a few students writing, finding enough information 
and researching. This differs slightly from the pre project questionnaire where students 
included cooperation with other students as a possible difficulty.
 The third question focused on what students had learned from the project work they 
had just completed. Working together is nice and I could get a strong sense of responsibility was 
one response. While most other responses were connected to the women’s issue that was 
researched for example, I learned that single mothers in poverty is a very serious problem in Japan; 
I learned detailed information about single mothers in poverty and More people were interested in 
our project issue than I expected.
 All students responded, yes when asked if they had a chance to do project work again, 
would they? Some added that it was interesting or fun. Others said they would like to know 
the details about another women’s issue and they should know about women’s issue more. 
One would like to try to think about all situations more.
 Question five was “Do you think the next year’s students should do project work? Why?/
Why not?” Again all students answered in the affirmative with reasons including: Yes, they 
have to do it! It has many good points; Yes, it’s good study for students. Students can consider about 
Japanese women’s problem deeply; Yes, many people are looking forward to seeing this seminar’s 
project every year; and Yes, they should do this project. It’s unique.
 The last question pertained to the advantages of project work vs. individual work. Some 
of the responses were as follows: Project work = get a strong sense of response vs. individual 
work = can work at your own pace; I think individual work is easier but project work has very, 
very, many good point; Project = making a big thing and combining your thinking. Individual = 
working easily and thinking freely; With project work, I can listen to everyone’s opinion and this 
becomes study for me and Project work tests what we can do and we can share with each other.
Conclusion
 Although it is difficult to deduce clear evidence from this study due to the very small-
scale the findings point to some useful observations that hopefully may be of use and interest 
to teachers. All students after experiencing PBL for the first time would be willing to do it 
again. They also all thought that this project should be continued next year. What some 
students perceived as possible difficulties in the pre-project questionnaire (cooperation, 
doing things together) were not mentioned in the post-project questionnaire. In fact on 
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the post-project questionnaire, working together was the overall theme of the good points 
of PBL. As pointed out previously, collaboration is a 21st century skill that students should 
cultivate. The difficulty that was mentioned in both the pre and post-project questionnaires 
was timing/scheduling. This project was conducted during the fourth year, which coincides 
with job-hunting season thus making the scheduling more complicated. Perhaps to make 
scheduling easier PBL should be done in the first, second or third year, on the other hand, 
one could argue that in real life people’s schedules are also very busy so learning to overcome 
this obstacle is also a 21st century skill. Finally, when looking at the repeated themes in the 
responses (build teamwork/cooperation, power/achievement, learn deeply/know directly, 
sense of responsibility) we can see the skills: critical-thinking, collaboration, problem solving, 
life–long learning skills, creativity and communication definitely represented. This is a clear 
signal to teachers that PBL may indeed be a valuable tool to teach 21st century skills.
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Appendix 1: Pre-project Questionnaire
Please answer the following questions.
 1. What’s your image of project work?
 2. Have you ever done project work? If yes, When? What kind of project? How many people did the project?
 3. What do you think are the good points of project work?
 4. What do you think you can learn from project work?
 5. What do you think will be difficult about project work?
 6. Are you looking forward to project work or do you wish you could do something individually?
Appendix 2: Post-project Questionnaire
Please answer the following questions.
 1. What do you think are the good points of project work?
 2. What do you think is difficult about project work?
 3. What did you learn from this project work?
 4. If you had a chance to do project work again, would you? 
 5. Do you think the next year’s students should do project work? Why?/Why not?
 6. What are the advantages of project work vs. individual work?
